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Abstract 
Prison institution and its experiences together with the stigmatization of offenders in the 
society are one of the contemporary issues that are associated with criminal re-offending 
(recidivism). The objective of this study is to examine the role of prison criminogenic 
experience and social stigma of ex-prisoners towards criminal recidivism. The study utilized 
qualitative approach in order to examine such roles. Data was collected among six ex-prisoners 
using in-depth interview and purposive sampling method was used as sampling strategy. 
Narrative analysis technique was adapted and used in analysing the data collected. The 
findings of the qualitative data revealed that both prison criminogenic experience as well as the 
stigmatization of the ex-prisoners in the society after their release is contributing immensely 
towards the behaviors of the ex-offenders. That is, their experiences within the institution and 
outside the prison wall can induce them into their previous or new criminal activities, thereby 
creating an avenue for them to become criminal recidivists. Thus, by implication, the study 
established that, the institution of prison specifically its criminogenic tendencies has a negative 
consequences towards criminal recidivism and also, the societal reaction on the ex-prisoners by 
stigmatizing them in the society has a negative consequences towards their criminal 
re-offending. The study therefore concluded that both the institution (prison criminogenic 
experience) and the societal reaction towards the ex-prisoners (stigmatization) are having a 
greater role in determining the eventual criminal re-offending of the ex-prisoners.  
Key words: prison criminogenic experience, stigma, criminal recidivism, prison, ex-prisoners. 
1.Introduction 
 
Researchers in the field of criminology and perhaps criminal recidivism have argued and 
pointed out some perspectives regarding the effects of prison as an institution and its 
experience on recidivism. It was argued that, prison is punitive and deters future offending; it is 
criminogenic and increases future offending; and to some, it has no impact on offending 
behavior (Gendreau, Goggin, & Cullen 1999; Nagin et al., 2009).The proponents of prison as 
punishment to offenders emphasized that prison is harsh and it is characterized as an 
unpleasant experience. Thus, the costs associated with imprisonment can reduce the expected 
utility and chances of committing further crime (Nagin et al., 2009). This therefore, explains 
the individuals’ estimation and calculations of the certainty that sanctions (imprisonment) will 
be imposed and the severity of those sanctions when applied or imposed form the basis for the 
individual calculation of the costs as well as the consequences of committing crime (Becker 
1968; Grasmick and Bursick 1990). On the other hand incarceration as a response to crime has 
increased, simultaneously increasing the certainty that individuals who commit a crime will 
receive a prison sentence (Blumstein & Beck 2005; Langan 1991; Nagin, 1998). It is also 
believed that prison term is severe than non custodial sanctions, as such it is expected that, it 
should be able to deter and reduce re-offending among ex-prisoners (Ahmed & Halim, 2015). 
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However, the reverse is the case as many studies established that, the potential criminogenic 
effects of imprisonment (Cid, 2009; DeJong, 1997; Jonson, 2010; Nagin et al., 2009; Spohn & 
Holleran, 2002) has an adverse effect on criminal recidivism among the ex-prisoners. This, 
theoretically, suggested that, the prison sanction heightens criminal recidivism because it 
exposes offenders to negative labeling (Braithwaite, 1989), increases defiance (Sherman, 
1993), weakens social bonds (Sampson &Laub, 1993), and in particular, the prison itself is 
considered  as a “school of crime” by intensifying contact with criminal associates 
(Sutherland, Cressey, &Luckenbill, 1992). 
 
On the other hand, after the effects of prison institution itself the societal reaction towards the 
ex-prisoners is considered to be another major impediment of successful re-entry and thereby 
poses threat to criminal recidivism. Particularly, this study looked at the effects of social stigma 
in relation to criminal recidivism. Stigmatization occurs when a publically acknowledged 
attribute disqualifies an individual from full social acceptance (Goffman, 1980). Moreover, an 
important theoretical tradition in criminology argued that when an individual is being 
publically identified as an offender that can ultimately set an important ground for h/his 
stigmatization. Specifically, proponents of labeling theory such as Braithwaite’s theory of 
Reintagrative shaming, explained the positive correlation commonly observed between past 
and future offending as a result of the stigmatizing the ex-prisoners after their release from the 
prison custody (Becker, 1966; Braithwaite, 1989; Garfinkel,1956; Lemert, 1972; Schur, 1969). 
Although, there have been criticisms in acceptance of labeling theory since it was first 
proposed, but evidence has shown a supporting contention that contact with the criminal justice 
system can have detrimental effects (Bernburg & Krohn, 2003;Bernburg, Krohn, & Rivera, 
2006; Huizinga & Henry, 2008) of stigmatization and by extension criminal recidivism. The 
purpose of this study therefore, is to identify the role of the prison criminogenic experience and 
social stigmatization of ex-prisoners towards criminal recidivism. In other words, the study 
intended to assessed and identify the role of the institution of corrections (prison); specifically 
the role of prison criminogenic experience of the inmates while in custody and on the other 
hand the societal reactions after the inmates are released back to the community 
(stigmatization) towards the possibilities of criminal recidivism.  
2. Methodology 
 
This study is qualitative in nature; as such it uses the qualitative methodological approach for 
the study. The participants of this study are the ex-prisoners in metropolitan Kano-Nigeria. 
Semi- structures interviews were used for the respondents. In other words, face to face in-depth 
interviews were conducted among the participants (ex-prisoners) to gather data. Six 
participants (ex-prisoners) were used as respondents and for the purpose of sampling strategy 
this study utilized purposive sampling method to select the respondents. The purposive 
sampling method was adapted and used because of the nature of the target population who 
proved to be very difficult to access using other sampling strategies. Thus, the respondents 
were identified purposely. Moreover, narrative approach/technique of qualitative data analysis 
was used to interpret and analysed the interview conducted. 
3. Findings and Discussion 
 
 3.1 Prison Criminogenic Experience 
This theme is considered as the criminogenic experiences that the inmates gathered while in 
custody. As such, participants were asked about their experiences in terms of living condition 
possibilities of learning crime, tendency to go back, and their experiences on support and 
training while in the custody. According to one of the respondents; 
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During my time there, there was no clean water, no mattress, no 
good food or medicine. If you see our food you will cry! we use 
one toilet and we are more than one hundred 
A female respondent corroborate the above assertion by arguing that; 
Though, we are being kept in separate rooms from the men, and we 
are not many as the men inmates, but the environment there is hell; 
there is nothing to cater for your health in the prison. 
 
When asked on their experiences of learning crime and criminal technique, majority of the 
participants lamented that, there is possibility and it is easy to learn criminality in the prison. 
According to one of the participants; 
We meet with different category of criminals some are very 
dangerous when you compare your offence with their offence. So 
from there you would develop feelings that you are not even a 
good criminal and as a result of your interactions with such 
inmates you learn other criminalities. 
Another respondent also maintained that; 
In prison it is very easy to learn crime. You see, we were taken to a 
place with more harden criminals and in my case i stay in prison 
for good three (3) years with such people. 
When commenting on the issue of the possibilities of going back to prison the respondents 
argued that; 
Yes of course, there could be that tendency, because some people 
may prefer to go back to prison than to face such a humiliation 
outside the prison: our society is not supportive enough as such 
going back to prison may sometimes not be a problem for some of 
us. 
While commenting on the same issue a female respondent stressed that; 
I have no regrets what so ever and i am not afraid of going back to 
prison anymore: people do not welcome us; they hate us; they see 
us as completely bad just because of one mistake or the other. So i 
personally do not fear prison any more. 
On the issue of support and training the respondents that; 
There is no any support from the prison staff, there is nothing like 
training. They always shout at us, we always had disagreement 
with the staff, they see us criminals and bad people. 
Also another respondent comment that; 
If anybody tells you that there is support or training in prison h/she 
is only deceiving you. There is nothing as such, no provision for 
vocational skill, education, or any other type of support. 
3.2 Stigma 
 
Social stigma is a situation where by the society labelled and tainted an individual with 
inferiority manner base on particular status or social circumstances. According to an 
ex-prisoner interviewed on stigma; 
In this society people do really stigmatized us, once you have 
been to prison that denting image of stigma that would spoil 
your identity would be enforced on you by the society. 
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Also commenting on her experience on stigma, a female respondent stated that; 
Yes it is very clear and common to have yourself being 
alienated in this society simply because you have been to 
prison...in fact this can be  easier for men(ex-prisoners) but 
for somebody like me (a female) my fellow women folk do 
alienated me clearly. 
According to another respondent; 
You see, once you are taken to prison, that would be the 
genesis of you being stereotyped as a bad person and if care 
is not taken, that would follow you through your life time. 
Another respondent revealed his experience of the consequences of stigma which results into 
rejection and discriminating him. He maintained that; 
When you come back you have to get ready because people 
would prefer any other community member than you. 
Sometimes you would be discriminated against even in your 
immediate family. 
But for another respondent; 
Sometimes somebody would prefer to remain in the prison 
than to come back and face this stigma and discrimination 
issue. 
In terms of social withdrawal from the community as a result of the stigma, the respondents 
stated that; 
To be frank with you i do not involve myself in many 
activities of my community...i prefer to be alone than to be 
labelled and stigmatized. 
Another respondent further lamented that; 
People see you as outsider or somebody who is being 
considered dangerous so you have to withdraw from them in 
order to have your way... 
Also another interviewee stated that; 
In most cases we do leave our areas and relate with those that 
we met and became friends with them while we are in prison. 
4. Discussion and Implication 
 
The data analyzed above and various responses of the participants interviewed shows that, 
there is a clear correlation between the experiences gained while in custody (criminogenic) and 
tendency of criminal recidivism. This finding is in line with the argument of Listwan et al., 
(2013) that only a limited number of studies that has paid systematic attention to how exposure 
to the deprivations or pains of imprisonment might foster re-offending. This omission is 
somewhat puzzling; in the sense that, the pains of imprisonment have long been documented 
(Sykes, 1958) and that policy makers have unambiguously celebrated the severity of prison 
institution as a way of teaching offenders that “crime does not pay.” On the other hand, many 
literatures have revealed that the experience of imprisonment varies among inmates: some 
inmates experienced the pains of imprisonment more than others. In line with this, Johnson, 
(2001); Toch, Adams, & Greene (1987) argued that, the prison experience could be coercive 
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and hence, there could also be a feelings of greater levels of strain among inmates. Moreover, 
recent studies also revealed that greater exposure to coercive strain as a  result of the pains of 
imprisonment can negatively affects psychological well-being(Listwan, Colvin, Hanley, & 
Flannery, 2010) and increases suicides (Dye, 2010) among inmates. While on the other hand, 
when linking the findings of this study, it could be deduced that, the criminogenic experience 
of the prison institution have an effect toward criminal recidivism could be linked to the 
argument of Agnew’s General Strain theory.  
 
General Strain Theory (GST) states that certain strain increases the likelihood of crime 
(Agnew, 1992, 2001, 2006). Such strains involve events and conditions that are physically and 
psychologically stressful to individual offenders. Equally, these include the experience of 
negative and or aversive treatment, the loss of things that the individual valued, and the in 
ability of an individual to achieve valued goals. These strains are compatible and conducive to 
crime in high magnitude; it is also perceived as unjust; associated with low control, (Agnew, 
2006) and create some pressure or inducement for criminal coping. This therefore, make an 
individual to face a number of strains: rejection by family members; marital problems; chronic 
unemployment; workin the secondary labor market; homelessness; supervision that is 
erratic,excessive, and/or harsh; verbal and physical abuse by peers; criminal victimization; 
discrimination; and the failure to achieve selected goals, including autonomy, status/respect, 
and monetary success (Agnew, 2006). These strains are sometimes those that are frequently 
been experienced by prison inmates prior to incarceration, with many continuing inside the 
prison environment. 
 
While corroborating this point, labeling theory on the other hand, maintained that prison 
sentence and sanctions generate more recidivism as against the non-custodial sanctions due to 
its criminogenic effect (Cid, 2009). Moreover, the theory (labeling) predicts that individual 
offenders that are sentenced and confined in prison will re-offend to a greater extent than 
offenders who received a non-custodial sanction. The criminogenic effect of prison is based on 
two different processes: first, some prisoners may accept the self-image of a deviant given by 
the institution (Lemert, 1972); and second, prison has an indirect effect on recidivism since 
ex-convicts experience greater difficulties in obtaining employment and maintaining social and 
personal relations as it is evident in the outcomes of the interviews conducted under this study 
than people sentenced to non-custodial sanctions (Sampson and Laub 1993). 
Stigma, as used in the seminal work of Goffman (1963), has been defined as a ‘mark’ that 
discounts a person’s credibility, endowing him or her with undesirable characteristics (Link 
and Phelan 2001). For many ex-prisoners, (as revealed by the findings of this study) the mark 
of being a convict endures long after their sentences have been served. The stigma of 
stereotyping, labeling, discrimination, status loss, and separation (Link and Phelan 2001) felt 
by ex-prisoners is considered as a form of ‘‘invisible punishment’’ (Henderson, 2005:1240) 
that is likely to obstruct their successful reentry into society. Facing stigma and reintegration is 
particularly challenging for young offenders leaving prison as they are often already behind in 
‘‘markers of adult status,’’ such as obtaining stable employment and being independent, 
compared to their peers prior to incarceration (Uggen and Wakefield 2005:118). Moreover, 
upon released and during reentry, they must deal with the dual transition from inmate to citizen 
(Chung et al., 2005; Sullivan, 2004). 
 
Furthermore, stigmatization of the ex-inmates, as revealed in the above analysis of the 
respondents’ views suggested that, there exist a lot of stigmatization among the released 
inmates. This findings corroborates the classical labeling theory 
prepositions(Tannenbaum,1938), who argued that the process of dealing with delinquents or 
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criminal could be seen as misguided in so much as it identifies the individual, i.e. themselves 
and others, as a delinquent or criminal person.  Similarly, Becker (1966) argued that deviation 
is a social creation. For him, “the deviant is one to whom that label has successfully been 
applied: deviant behavior is behavior that people so label” (Becker, 1966,:9; Liska &Messner, 
1999). This concept of ‘deviancy’which is considered as‘social label’ was also critical to 
Lemert’s (1972) distinction between “primary” and “secondary” deviance. Primary deviance is 
considered as norm-violating behavior, which occurs without changing a person’s 
psychological structure; whereas, secondary deviance, by contrast, is a reaction to any social 
disapproval that might be experienced in relation to the act of primary deviance. As such the 
main thrust of this augment is the notion that disapproving social reactions to deviancy/crime 
serve to embed, rather than discourage, the deviant/criminal behavior. This leads to what is 
perhaps the essential predisposition of labeling theory: that contact with the criminal justice 




This paper analysed the role of prison criminogenic experience and social stigma of the 
ex-prisoners towards criminal recidivism. From the data collected and analysed base on the 
experiences of the respondents, there is a lot criminogenic experiences within the prison 
custody that ranges from filthy environment, congestion, mixing and living with other 
criminals, learning some criminal tricks as a result of the interactions within the institution and 
the lack of support or training for the inmates. Also, apart from the institutional criminogenic 
experiences, the respondents stressed the negative treatment they received after their release 
from the custody through stigmatization of their community. Hence, these two factors when 
taken together could have direct negative consequences of the likelihood of re-offending. In 
other words, it can be concluded that both the prison (criminogenic experience) and the societal 
reactions of the community towards the ex-prisoners through stigmatization could adversely 
affect the chances of successful re-integration and re-entry of the ex-prisoners. Hence, the two 
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